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annoyances  for  reviewers  include 
required  registration as government 
contractors:  a  lengthy,  two-step 
application  process  that  requires 
additional  follow-up  phone  calls 
requesting to be removed from junk 
email lists, as well as annual re-reg-
istration.  Moreover,  reviewers  are 
now  forced  to make  travel  reserva-
tions  on  the  cheapest  nonrefund-
able tickets, entailing additional per-
sonal expenses  if flights need to be 
changed  at  the  last  minute  in  case 
a  study  section  takes  longer  that 
anticipated.
Nevertheless,  as  reviewers,  we 
need  to  continue  to  do  our  best  to 
provide  a  fair  and  serious  review 
of  the  grant  proposals  that  we  are 
charged  to  evaluate.  It  is  up  to  us 
to  resist  the  temptation  to  act  like 
celebrity  judges  on  some  tacky  TV 
show.  Most  of  us  take  our  mission 
as reviewers seriously, and we real-
ize that the current process, which is 
inherently  expensive  and  time  con-
suming,  serves  an  important  pur-
pose,  even  though  we  occasionally 
check  our  emails  during  meetings. 
As  a  community,  we  have  to  work 
harder  to  make  a  more  convincing 
case  to  politicians  and  taxpayers 
alike  that  the mission  of  the  NIH  is 
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In  his  recent  Correspondence, 
Michele  Pagano  likens  NIH  grant 
reviewers to judges on the TV talent 
show American Idol (Pagano, 2006). 








not  a  game of  shielded anonymous 
criticism  because  the  reviewers 
must  justify  their  criticisms  to  fel-
low  reviewers.  In  contrast,  with  the 
exception of  journal editors, review-
ers  of  research  manuscripts  are 
entirely  anonymous.  So,  while  both 
review  processes  strive  to  achieve 
the same ends, the means of obtain-
ing  a  fair  and  unbiased  review  are 
entirely different. I agree with Paga-
no’s assertion that there is still trou-
ble  in  paradise  at  NIH’s  Center  for 
Scientific  Review.  However,  I  disa-
gree  with  his  suggestion  that  mov-
ing  NIH  grant  review  closer  to  an 
anonymous manuscript review-style 
system  by  decreasing  face-to-face 
reviewer  discussions  will  impart  a 662  Cell 127, November 17, 2006 ©2006fairer grant  review process.  Indeed, 
I think it would be disastrous.
As  any  author  who  has  submit-
ted 3 years of their life’s blood in the 




uscript  review  process  has  failings. 
In my view, the problem boils down to 
a curtain of anonymity  in the review 
process. While  anonymity  can  offer 
both a fair and unbiased manuscript 
assessment,  it also  leaves open the 
potential  for  exaggerated  critiques 
and  hidden  agendas.  Unlike  NIH 
grant  review  where  a  face-to-face 









I  think  we  should  apply  the  les-
sons  learnt  from  the  NIH  grant 
review process to increase the qual-
ity  of  research  manuscript  review. 
In  a  similar  vein  to  NIH  study  sec- Elsevier Inc.tions,  one  obvious  approach  is  to 
hold  a  monthly  video  conference 
meeting with the editors and review-
ers of all manuscripts reviewed that 
month.  This  could  narrow  the  error 
bars  of  the  written  reviews,  espe-




from  any  location  in  the world,  and 
given the limited number and size of 
manuscripts  compared  to  25-page 
NIH  grants,  the  meeting  could  be 
relatively  short.  Although  this  may 
add several weeks to the manuscript 




call  manuscript  review  approach  is 
that it would expose the anonymous 
“out-of-control”  reviewer.  Similar 
to  grant  reviews  where  the  review-
er’s  reputation  is  on  the  line,  this 
miniscule exposure from behind the 
curtain  of  anonymity  could  temper 
reviewers  to  make  sure  that  what 
they  are  proposing  in  the  form  of 
additional experimentation is, in fact, 
not  2  years  worth  of  work  merely 
designed to kill the manuscript. Fur-
thermore, just like NIH grant reviews, 




As  for  the NIH  grant  review proc-
ess, opting for a version of our current 




Moreover,  eliminating  the  face-to-
face  discussions  of  study  sections 
would  have  no  effect  on  decreas-
ing  the  submission-to-score  time as There  is  little  doubt  that  the  current 
NIH  grant  review  system  is  not  per-
fect. But this  is true for any nondeter-




surrounding  issues  of  health  or  edu-
cation.  Any  process  that  has  broad 









proposes  (prescreening  all  grant 
applications, a shorter format, a more 
general  future  research  plan,  and 
elimination  of  face-to-face  reviewer 
study  sections) may  swing  the  pen-
dulum in the other direction, resulting 
in  judgements  like  those  on  the  TV 






critical  for  evaluating  the  scientific 
quality of the proposals, impact of the 
work,  and  relevance  of  the  findings. 
If  there  are  study  sections  where 
Cowellesque  reviewers  highjack 
Grant Review:
Idol or Big Broreviews are due ?5 days before  the 
study  section  meets.  This  is  clearly 
not  the bottleneck. So  the next  time 
you  are  hiding  behind  the  cloak  of 
manuscript  reviewer  anonymity,  ask 





the  discussion,  perpetuate  negative 
comments about the application, and 
mislead the entire panel into an inap-
propriate decision,  this  seems  to be 





conscientious  reviewers.  There  is  a 






reviewers,  administrators,  and  grant 
applications to ensure that the proc-
ess runs smoothly and consistently.
Pagano’s  calculation  of  the  annual 
cost of NIH grant review ($50 million) is 
less than 0.2% of the total NIH opera-
tional  budget  ($29 billion).  This  figure 
is  less  than  the  operating  costs  for  a 
regular  company  or  the  percentage 
costs associated with managing large 
mutual  funds,  academic  institutes,  or 
























the project,  subject  area,  and  investi-
gator time commitment.
Pagano  proposes  scaling  back 
face-to-face  interactions among grant 
reviewers  by  increasing  discussions 
by phone or email and only using  the 
written critiques of the primary review-
ers,  unless  there  is  a  rare  complica-
tion requiring a teleconference. Taking 
away  the  face-to-face  aspect  of  NIH 
grant  review,  reducing  proposal  page 
limits, and  relying on a  limited written 
communication  will,  in  my  opinion, 
adversely  affect  the  review  process. 
It will enhance the effects of “α-domi-
nant”  reviewers,  introduce  a  bias  in 
favor of  large  labs and  research con-
sortia,  and  increase  the  error  rate  in 
assessment,  resulting  in  a  negative 












need  to  accommodate  diverse  grant 
applications  (Carnes et al., 2005)  that 
seek  financing  for  research  that  is 
short-  or  long-term,  low  or  high  risk, 
small  or  large  scale,  basic  or  clinical, 
and led by junior or senior investigators 
